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To my son, 
Nicodemus Mathias Kawasaki. 
May he drive the competition crazier 
than his dad ever did.









… at last I understood that writing was this: 
an impulse to share with other people a feeling 
or truth that I myself had.


Brenda Ueland, If You Want to Write









Foreword


[image: ]


Every day I get letters from people who ask how they can become a syndicated cartoonist like me. I usually tell them to forget cartooning and enter the dry cleaning profession. My logic is that I don’t need more competition in cartooning, but I would like to see more competition in dry cleaning so my bills would decrease.


It’s been my observation that most people are clueless, including me. You probably shouldn’t assume you already understand how to be competitive. If your idea of competition is limited to stuff like pricing, channel development, and market segmentation, then you’ll learn a lot by reading How to Drive Your Competition Crazy. I did.


After I finished reading Guy’s book, I started developing plans for squashing the cartoonists who compete against me on the comics page. My plan is to define them as being bad for the environment. I’ve noticed that most of my competitors use a lot of ink in an attempt to be artistic. While this is all fine and dandy from an aesthetic standpoint, I’ll bet you didn’t know it’s destroying the rainforests.


In contrast, my comic “Dilbert” employs a planet-friendly three-panel format and an economical approach to ink usage. Moreover, I recycle many of the jokes found in “Garfield” so as not to deplete the earth’s precious reserves. (In case you’re wondering, I did read the part of the book about ethics. Then I read the chapter about thinking “outside the box.” You might want to read those parts in the reverse order.)


For some reason, many people fail to recognize that they live in a competitive world. I’m not complaining; as long as my competitors continue to seek my advice there will be plenty of places to take my dry cleaning.


Still, I feel some social responsibility to help people become more competitive. That’s why I recommend that you read How to Drive Your Competition Crazy. It can help you succeed in business. But, more importantly, while you’re reading it, you can’t practice cartooning.


Scott Adams


Author of the comic strip “Dilbert”™









Preface to the eBook Edition


When I wrote How to Drive Your Competition Crazy more than fifteen years ago, we bought books in bookstores, electronics in electronics stores, groceries in grocery stores, and “socializing” meant having dinner with friends. As a business owner, perhaps the biggest threats we faced were the giant superstores whose low prices threatened to undercut local economies everywhere.


Since 1995, the way we think about buying products and services has shifted. Sure, we still jump in our cars and go to the stores for certain products. And, in some ways, specialty shops have grown more popular as a reaction to the big-box explosion of the 90s and 00s. However, for many customers, the process of discovery, consideration, and purchase has moved online, which has changed the dynamics of competition.


After all, how do business owners compete against businesses they’ve never seen as competitors before? It’s not merely online outposts of brick-and-mortar stores moving their battles. Now online shopping sites like Amazon compete against big-box sites like Walmart.com, specialty sites like Soap.com, and your neighborhood drugstores for the same products. While many parties have competed for your toothpaste purchases in the past, the profile of the competition has changed in important ways.


As a result, developing a competitive advantage is more difficult and more crucial than ever. Think about it: Your customers have limitless choices—and less time than ever to make them. Spend five minutes online and you’ll be overwhelmed by the number of sites offering similar or the same products. Want coupons? Sign up for Groupon, LivingSocial, and one of any number of sites. And social media choices? There are too many to list. Given the number of choices, and the subtle differences between them, how exactly do you stand out from the crowd? How do you drive your competition crazy today?


I can’t say that I planned it this way, but How to Drive Your Competition Crazy remains relevant and timeless because it provides principles and not simply techniques. Sure, some of the companies mentioned in my examples might no longer exist, or they might have changed radically. However, the fundamental principles behind why they did or did not frustrate their rivals back in 1995 remain intact. And, in some ways, the book is needed now more than ever because you can lose your way by focusing on the slickest design or the flashiest launch in this mad dash to adopt new technologies.


So what is a business today to do? This book provides the foundation for your strategy, a game plan for executing it, and tips for stretching your ideas beyond the obvious. It should work just as well now as it did in the past, but the trick is applying that framework. For example, in the book I tell the story of the Colorado pizza chain that had customers cut out the ads of competitors to take advantage of a two-for-one deal. Brilliant move? Absolutely. But people don’t use their yellow pages anymore. What are other ways you can disrupt discovery of a competitor today? Perhaps the right move is to accept your competitor’s online coupons, or reward customers who “like” your business on Facebook, or post the most enchanting picture of them with your product.


Another way of thinking of this is to “enchant” your customers, as I discuss in my most recent book, Enchantment: The Art of Changing Hearts, Minds, and Actions. The three pillars of enchantment are likability, trustworthiness, and a great product or service. If you enchant your customers, I guarantee you’ll drive your competition crazy. The race now is to the customer’s heart, and that’s the battle that will win customers’ time and business. Even though competition is fierce, the imperative to stay on the up-and-up is also greater than ever. In a culture where everything is shared in an instant, one bad competitive move and suddenly your name is sullied in everyone’s tweets faster than you can say, “No comment.”


Be smart. Be creative. Be willing to get down in the dirt and fight a bit. After all, your company is better than the rest in your marketplace—or has the potential to be. If it weren’t, why go into business in the first place? Your goal is to find your strengths and to use this framework to put them into action.


If you do, you can not only get the upper hand on your lesser foes, you can also push them—as a function of their “craziness”—to make the kinds of bad choices that you’ve been able to avoid.


—Guy Kawasaki
       July 2011









Chapter 0 
Read Me First




We must not hope to be mowers, 
And to gather the ripe gold ears, 
Unless we have first been sowers 
And watered the furrows with tears.


It is not just as we take it, 
This mystical world of ours, 
Life’s field will yield as we make it 
A harvest of thorns or of flowers.


Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Perseverance”





Gotcha!


Given the usual title of “Introduction,” only a few people would read this chapter. I hope that a peculiar title like “Chapter 0” will have a profoundly different result.


This book celebrates the use of clear thinking, shrewdness, guts, and hard work to drive one’s competition crazy. Here are three samples of the ideas we will examine:


[image: ] A pizza chain entering the Colorado market offered a two-for-one promotion to anyone who brought in the Yellow-Pages ad of its competition. It’s hard to call other pizza places when their ads are gone.


[image: ] Fifty years ago Richard Sears made his catalog smaller than Montgomery Ward’s, so that people would stack the Sears catalog on top of Montgomery Ward’s. His concept was that whatever catalog was on top would be used more often.


[image: ] When Bank of America closed down some of the branches of Security Pacific after the two banks merged, First Interstate Bank dispatched trucks to these branches to sign up customers.


This book will help you delight your customers, increase sales and profits, and frustrate your competition. However, no book is a panacea. This book can show you how, but you have to do. After all, greatness is won, not awarded.


How This Book Is Organized


When many authors are asked, “What is your book about?” they are tempted to answer, “About twenty bucks.” Jokes aside, I will explain the organization of my book to help you get as much value and enjoyment from it as possible.


How to Drive Your Competition Crazy is made up of four parts. Each part contains four chapters.


[image: ] Lay the Groundwork is a concession to the left side of my brain, which tells me that people should plan, prepare, and premeditate their actions, or they might get burned to a crisp.


      The first chapter of this section illustrates why driving your competition crazy is a positive force. Then, the following three chapters explain what you need to get started: a knowledge of yourself, your customer, and your enemy.


[image: ] Do the Right Things reflects my belief that the key to driving your competition crazy is making the proper strategic choices. Success in business, even guerrilla business, comes from smart, careful decisions—not berserk and chaotic attacks.


      The four chapters of this section explain the fundamental actions that are necessary to make customers happy—which is, ultimately, the best way to drive your competition crazy.


[image: ] Do Things Right illustrates the point that, having made the necessary commitment to your customer, the Zen is in the implementation. You can know the recipe and have the ingredients, but you still have to knead the dough just so.


      These four chapters describe the hows—that is, the processes, procedures, and practices that will please your customers and, therefore, drive your competition off the deep end.


[image: ] Push the Envelope presents daring, unexpected, and bleeding-edge methods that will ruin your competition’s day. It is the last section because it contains ideas that are too dangerous for amateurs, so don’t try these techniques without proper supervision.


      Two chapters in this section explain how to be an opportunist and an unconventional thinker. A third illustrates how to drive internal competition crazy (aka, a lousy boss). Finally, the last chapter describes a few defensive methods to keep the upper hand.


The Zen of Examples


Throughout this book I’ve included many examples of companies and people driving their competition crazy. Admittedly, the odds are low that these anecdotes are directly applicable to your own business, but that isn’t the point.


What is the point? First, to help you understand the principle that each example embodies. Teaching a person how to fish is more valuable than giving him a fish. Second, to enable you to experience the wink and glee that accompany driving your competition crazy.


One more thought about examples: my book—and, in my opinion, every business book—contains examples as if the author knew the exact circumstances of their origins. We don’t. Perhaps Richard Sears made his catalog smaller than Montgomery Ward’s because he got a deal on smaller paper.


Biology contains the same predicament. Books tell us the giraffe’s long neck is an adaptation that enables the species to eat tasty leaves on the top of acacia trees. But says who? As Harvard biology professor Stephen Jay Gould opines, “Current utility may not be equated with historical origin, or, when you demonstrate that something works well, you have not solved the problem of how, when, or why it arose.”1


Luckily for business-book writers, business people don’t really care about how, when, or why a good idea came to be—what matters is the existence of the idea and putting it to good use: “A giraffe has a long neck to eat leaves at the tops of trees? We can do that, too.”


This is the Zen of examples, so read and reap.


Déjà Blue


Enough introducing. Let’s get started by examining an epic battle in which I was a foot soldier. One competitor was large and the other small. One was established and the other new. One was six-colored and the other blue.


I am referring, of course, to the battle between Apple and IBM.* It is one of the best examples of David (a brave shepherd) driving Goliath (an undefeatable bully) crazy, so let us begin there.


[image: ]


Guy Kawasaki


San Francisco, California


P.S.: If you’d like to get in touch with me, here is how:


Guy@alltop.com


profiles.google.com/guykawasaki


Note


1Stephen Jay Gould, Bully for Brontosaurus: Reflections in Natural History (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1991), 114.


*If you’ve read my other books, you may be tired of my using this example. Sorry, but in order to find another one I’d have go back to working for someone else, and I’m not about to do that.








Part One 
Lay the Groundwork


If you’re going to drive your competition crazy—or if you expect to even annoy it—you have to lay a firm foundation for your efforts. Part I explains how to accomplish this. The first task is to choose a worthy opponent (Chapter 1, Mighty Opposites). Then, in order to choose the right approach to getting under the skin of this foe, you need to know these things: who you are (Chapter 2, Know Thyself), who your customers are (Chapter 3, Know Thy Customer), and who your competitors are (Chapter 4, Know Thy Enemy).










Chapter 1 
Mighty Opposites





Make no little enemies—people with whom you differ for some petty, insignificant personal reason. Instead, I would urge you to cultivate “mighty opposites”—people with whom you disagree on big issues, with whom you will fight to the end over fundamental convictions. And that fight, I can assure you, will be good for you and your opponent.


Thomas Watson, Jr., founder of IBM





The Macintosh Division


Our dream was simple: send IBM back to the typewriter business holding its Selectric typewriter balls. We were members of the Macintosh Division of Apple Computer. This means we were the handpicked soldiers of Steve Jobs, cofounder of Apple Computer.


The year was 1984. We had just shipped an insanely great computer for “the rest of us,* and we were on a mission to destroy our mighty opposite, IBM. We had chosen this company as our mighty opposite because it believed in centralized, autocratic, and user-indifferent (at best) or user-unfriendly (at worst) computing. We believed in decentralized, democratic, and user-friendly (at least) computing.


My role in the Macintosh Division was to evangelize software companies to create Macintosh products. The introduction of a new computer requires defeating a self-fulfilling prophecy: If there’s not enough software, no one will buy the computer, but if no one buys the computer, there’s little reason to write software. I used fervor and zeal but never money to bestir these companies to take the leap of faith.


We worked ninety hours a week and loved it because we were on a crusade both to change the world and to prevent domination by the blue-suited meanies. Our mighty opposite aroused passions that customers could not. Though we were excited by the thought of pleasing customers, we were incited by the thought of destroying IBM’s hegemony.


Working in the Macintosh Division I learned that people like to compete. It satisfies a human need for drama whether it involves pleasing people, overcoming adversity, or defeating mediocrity. That’s why there are chili cook-offs, pickup basketball games, spelling bees, and beauty contests in cities and towns across America.


Creating Advantages


Succeeding against IBM required us to diminish IBM’s advantages and to create new advantages for Apple. IBM’s primary advantage was its legitimacy as a business-computer vendor because, as the saying went,† “No one ever got fired for buying an IBM.”


By making a computer with dazzling software that was easier to use, we intended to diminish the attractiveness of buying from IBM: you might not get fired for buying an IBM, but you wouldn’t get the best personal computer. Here’s what we did:


[image: ] First, we created an advantage called the Macintosh user interface. This interface, based on iconic representations of real-world objects such as a trash can and file folders, “automagically” made computers easy to learn and easy to use for nontechnical people.


[image: ] Second, we fostered innovative applications like the desktop publishing program called PageMaker. Macintosh software wasn’t merely rehashed versions of existing MS-DOS and Apple II products. It was next-generation software that, using the words of management gurus Paul Sherlock and Tom Peters, made people “glow” and “tingle” and scream, “Wow!”


[image: ] Third, we incited customers to evangelize Macintosh and turn it into a cause. These unpaid salespeople propped up Macintosh during the period when very little software was available and the computer was too slow—which was, trust me, a painfully long time.


Creating Disruption


As ridiculous as it now sounds, we believed we could push IBM out of the personal computer business. Obviously we failed, but we had a great time, and we did make Macintosh a success. In hindsight, we should have set a more realistic goal: to drive IBM crazy instead of out of business.


What does “driving your competition crazy” mean? It could refer to the effect Moby Dick had on Captain Ahab:




The lightning flashes through my skull; mine eyeballs ache and ache; my whole beaten brain seems as beheaded, and rolling on some stunning ground.1





The imagery is scintillating, but this definition won’t fly with corporate lawyers or the Federal Trade Commission. Instead, I offer a kinder, gentler definition:




To disrupt a marketplace in order to create new advantages for yourself and to diminish the existing advantages of the competition.*





[image: ]


The anti-IBM “no blue suits” symbol used by Apple.


Ironically, the goal of this book is to help you decrease competition by achieving unfair leverage. William Kingston said it best: “… ‘marketing know-how’ is not knowledge of how to make a market, but how to make a monopoly.”2


This definition implies that you don’t have to destroy your competition or force it out of business—you just have to disrupt things. Apple drove IBM crazy because it succeeded in disrupting the computer industry. IBM would have been perfectly happy for the computer industry to proceed along the path of centralized and user-hostile mainframe computers.*


From IBM’s perspective, kids wearing Birkenstocks and T-shirts in California created a computer that it had to acknowledge and eventually imitate because its customers demanded greater ease of use. (Surely you don’t believe that IBM would have adopted graphical user interfaces like Windows or OS/2 unless it had to.) Apple didn’t put IBM out of business, but it forced IBM to follow. Every dogma has its day.



How to Choose an Enemy


It’s been ten years since Apple introduced Macintosh, and I no longer work for Apple. I can now see the folly of trying to do in IBM, but I can also see the value of competing with a mighty opposite like IBM.


As Shakespeare said, “Sweet are the uses of adversity.”3 IBM forced us to create a better product. Had IBM not existed as an enemy, we would have had to find another one. Battling a company that spent more on paper clips than we did on marketing was scary, uplifting, and exciting.


Jay Levinson, the guerrilla marketing guru, validates the desirability of an adversary: “The role of your competition is to force you to get better, to keep you honest, to give validity to your industry, and to give you the resistance that you need. If you’re lucky, your competitors are good, smart, and working hard—they’re not just pushovers.”


Good Versus Bad Enemies


The experience of working for Apple and competing against IBM taught me about the differences between a good enemy and a bad one. Apple, for example, had its pick of at least three enemies:


[image: ] Mighty-opposite IBM, the mainframe computer company that approached computing from the top down


[image: ] Upstart Compaq, a company that, like Apple, believed in the concept of personal computers but differed on user interface


[image: ] Fading Kaypro, a company whose time had come and gone


IBM was the right choice because it was the company that fundamentally opposed our vision of computing. Furthermore, it was a good enemy because a good enemy forces you to improve your company. Competing with a good enemy excites your employees and builds credibility for you in the marketplace.


Compaq was not a good enemy. Like Apple, it was a start-up, so no credibility would accrue to Apple for defeating it, and, speaking as someone who was there, we couldn’t get excited about competing with Compaq. We were after bear: beating IBM and changing the world.


Kaypro was also not a good enemy. It had already begun to fade from the personal computer industry scene. Defeating it would have been meaningless. Losing to it would have been catastrophic.


Thus, I learned that a good enemy is usually an industry leader that is larger, older, and richer than your own company. A bad enemy is usually an upstart—aggressive and hungry and willing to fight viciously.


Defining a good enemy as a big, successful company and a bad enemy as a small, hungry one may seem counterintuitive. Wouldn’t it make more sense to compete against a smaller company? The answer is no, and here’s why:


[image: ] Trying to defeat a small company is risky. If you are successful, the victory is insignificant. If you fail, the embarrassment is huge. There’s more downside than upside in this kind of contest.


[image: ] Defeating a small company may be more difficult because it may be able to mobilize quickly, change directions on short notice, and fight a guerrilla war as well as you can. Also, a small company is likely to rally more team spirit in its shipping department than a large company can in all of its facilities.


[image: ] You can define “victory” against a large enemy on your own terms. It’s not necessary to put a large enemy out of business—victory can be as simple as a gain in market share. On the other hand, a true victory against a small company requires total annihilation.


True Versus False Enemies


The good-enemy relationship is usually not reciprocal. For example, IBM was a good enemy for Apple, but Apple was not a good enemy for IBM. Why? Because Apple was not the true enemy of IBM. The true enemy of IBM was ignorance—specifically, ignorance of the advantages of democratizing information. The company could not bring itself to consider personal computers as real computers.*


In business you are not only free to choose between good and bad enemies but also between true and false enemies. The good-versus-bad parameter, as we’ve discussed, refers to the attractiveness of an enemy. The true-versus-false parameter refers to the appropriateness of an enemy.


Appropriateness has to do with whether you are fighting the right enemy—good or bad. If you’re not careful, you might compete with the wrong company while your true enemy remains unidentified or unchallenged, and then you may find yourself blindsided by other organizations.


For example, Polaroid enjoyed twenty-eight years of monopoly control of the instant photography market. Then in 1976 Kodak introduced a competitive camera and film. Polaroid immediately sued Kodak for patent infringement, and it eventually won the case in 1990. The court forced Kodak to remove its camera and film from the market, and Polaroid reestablished control of the instant photography market. However, in the meantime Polaroid faced an eroding market because it had not paid attention to videocassette recorders and one-hour photo stores that had reduced the competitive advantage of instant photography.4


Like IBM, your true enemy may not be another company at all but internal and external factors. Internal factors include myopia, resistance to change, lethargy, confusion, and arrogance. External factors include consumer uncertainty of the benefits of your product category and people’s adherence to the status quo. Apple’s true and external enemy, for example, was people’s ignorance of the benefits of using a graphical user interface. We’ll come back to enemies in Chapter 4. Right now it’s time to lay the groundwork for driving your competition crazy, and the first step is to learn more about yourself.


[image: ]


Notes


* That is, people who refused to be lemmings and hated using existing personal computers.


†Not “goes.”


*This definition was inspired by Richard D’Aveni’s book, Hypercompetition—Managing the Dynamics of Strategic Maneuvering (New York: The Free Press, 1994).


*At one point IBM even called its personal computer division the Entry Systems Division. The implication was that personal computers were an entry point from which you moved when you needed a real computer.


*Thus, when IBM faced many problems in the early nineties, Apple’s success was only a symptom of IBM’s ignorance and not a cause of IBM’s difficulties.




1Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (New York: Penguin, 1992), 551.


2William Kingston, The Political Economy of Innovation (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1984), 7.


3As You Like, II.i.12.


4Avinash Dixit and Barry Nalebuff, Thinking Strategically—The Competitive Edge in Business, Politics, and Everyday Life (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1991), 154–55.












Chapter 2 
Know Thyself





Ignorance is not bliss—it is oblivion.


Philip Wylie, Generation of Vipers, 1942





“You meet the nicest people on a….”


Can you name the company described below?


In the fifties it had achieved great success with a line of motorcycles in Japan and started looking for new markets to conquer. In 1959 the company introduced its motorcycles in America.


At the time a “Made in Japan” label implied that a product was junk, and the company’s initial motorcycles for the American market supported this stereotype because they leaked oil and quickly burned out their clutches.


The company’s first hit in America was discovered almost by accident. The three men who spearheaded the American effort used a scooter for errands because they had only one car. This motorcycle, called the Super Cub, attracted a great deal of attention even though it had a small (fifty-cubic-centimeter) engine.


The company followed the success of the Super Cub with bigger and better motorcycles. Four years after its arrival in the United States, the company sold more than 100,000 motorcycles. This number exceeded the sales volume in America of all other motorcycle companies combined.


In 1969 the company began selling a tiny, tinny car called the N600 in Hawaii. The next year it sold the N600 in California, Oregon, and Washington. The company’s distribution strategy involved asking its motorcycle dealers to get into the car business. Later this strategy changed to begging dealers of American cars to sell the N600 on the side of its showrooms.


Five years after entering the American car market with the N600, the company had sold only forty-three thousand cars in this foreign land. The next year its sales volume more than doubled. In 1976 Motor Trend named the company’s latest model, the Accord, the “Import Car of the Year,” and the company’s sales started to explode in America.


In 1986 the company created a new, luxury-car marque. This product line won enthusiastic approval from the automotive press and successfully competed with BMW and Mercedes as well as American car manufacturers. In 1987 the J. D. Power Customer Satisfaction Index ranked the new marque as the best of any brand sold in America. Arguably, this company’s products forced American manufacturers to remake their product lines in order to compete.


Over a twenty-year period, its strategy became clear: enter a market at the low end, achieve high volume, and then expand the product line with better and better products. Who would have predicted that the Super Cub would lead to a problem for General Motors, Ford, and BMW?


The company is, of course, Honda. The lesson here is that to drive your competition crazy, you need to understand yourself: your identity, goals, and expertise. This chapter explains how.



Define Your Company’s Identity


Take your phone off the hook, shut your door, turn off your computer, and spend the next thirty minutes thinking about three questions:


[image: ] First, what business is your company really in?


The usual tendency is to define one’s business too narrowly. For example, Wang Laboratories of Lowell, Massachusetts, defined its business as making a wordprocessing computer. Had it defined its business as enhancing productivity, then it might have seen the folly of producing a computer that did only word processing. The lesson: Never confuse focus and shortsightedness.




Exercise


The Lego Company makes colorful building bricks for children. What business is Lego in?1


a. Toys


b. Plastics


c. Child development


d. Construction





By contrast, Honda isn’t a motorcycle, car, lawn mower, or generator company although it manufactures—among other products—motorcycles, cars and lawn mowers. It is in the engine business, and its core competence is converting fuel to power.


[image: ] Second, where do you see your company in five, ten, twenty, and fifty years?


Another tendency is to define a business within too short a time frame. Honda introduced its first motorcycle to the United States in 1959. Twenty-seven years later it introduced the Acura line of luxury cars in America. For a transition like the one from motorcycles to luxury cars, you must think in terms of long time frames.


As a contrast to Honda, consider what happened to the companies in the ice-harvesting business. From the 1830s to the 1890s ice harvesting (cutting up frozen ponds and selling the ice) was a huge industry in New England. In 1886, the biggest ice harvest that ever occurred amounted to 25 million tons.2


By the 1920s, almost all the ice-harvesting companies were out of business. Ice harvesting had been made obsolete by ice-making plants that could operate in any part of the country during every season. Later, these ice-making plants were themselves made obsolete with the advent of refrigerators in people’s homes.




Exercise


Suppose you could go back in time and ask the owners of the ice-harvesting companies what their reactions were to ice-making machines. What do you think they would tell you?





[image: ] Third, if a prospective customer doesn’t buy from you, whom does he or she buy from?


After you’re done thinking about what you do and where you want to be, double-check whom the marketplace thinks is your competition. Wang Laboratories probably thought that it was competing with other word-processing companies, like NBI.* But Wang’s customers probably would have told them that they were buying computers and word-processing software—not dedicated word processors. If Wang had known (or paid attention to) this, they might be a thriving company today.





Exercise


Create a one-page resume for your company as if it were a person applying for a job. Include experience, education, accomplishments, and references.





Define Your Products and Services


The next step on the road to self-knowledge is to define your product or service. This exercise provides a cross-check—that is, if you’re in one business but your products serve another—and it enables you to gain a true understanding of your product in order to create new markets or penetrate existing markets. For example, Honda is in the engine business, so its products convert fuel to power. But what benefit do its motorcycles provide its customers? Asked another way, what does owning a motorcycle really mean?


For many people motorcycles mean freedom and fun. It isn’t a matter of personal transportation as much as personal expression. Appropriately designed and marketed, motorcycles can, therefore, attract young professionals and students who are not traditional motorcycle prospects.


Honda created a market with its motorcycles where none existed before by producing a new, hip, and user-friendly vehicle—a perfect illustration that understanding your product can enable you to see new, more effective, and perhaps unexpected ways to market it.


My buddies at Dialog Information Services, the online database company that enables people to access an ocean of information, provide an example of untapped potential. This company seems to think it is serving a small institutional market of librarians. It is underestimating its market because writers (like me) use Dialog for background research, entrepreneurs search its trademark and patent databases, and scientists access its industry journals.


Defining your product or service is a straightforward exercise, so take some time to answer these questions:


[image: ] What benefits does your product or service really provide?


[image: ] What are the most important reasons your best customers buy from you?


[image: ] How is your product positioned in the marketplace—high end, low end, price leader, etc.?


[image: ] If a prospect doesn’t buy your product or service, what does he or she buy?


[image: ] Are your customers using your products in ways you never intended? Is there an opportunity there?




Exercise


Take a sheet of paper and draw a line down the middle. On the left side, write down the six most important features of your product. On the right side, for each feature, write what you’d say if a prospective customer said to you, “So what?”*





Define Your Management Style and Philosophy


The final step on the road to self-knowledge is to examine your management style and philosophy—because knowing yourself entails knowing whether you’ve got the right stuff to drive your competition crazy. The critical question is:


[image: ] Which of the following management styles best describes your company?


Contented Cows


Contented cows have already made it. They are often in mature industries and are living off their momentum and past accomplishments.


Decision-making is usually top down and authoritarian. They are defensively oriented—trying to preserve their position, cash, and image.


Contented cows are concerned with being driven crazy—not driving other companies crazy. Thus, they are poor candidates to disrupt the marketplace—in truth, they want to preserve the status quo of the marketplace.


Leaders


Leaders have recently moved to the front of the pack in their industries because of the quality of their product, marketing, or customer service. There are usually two or three leaders in an industry. Decision-making is concentrated in middle managers. They use both defensive tactics to protect their lead and offensive tactics to lengthen it.


Leaders are positioned to drive their competition crazy because they have the requisite aggressive attitude and the resources to back it up. Leaders also make excellent “mighty opposites” because they force their competition to perform well.


Upstarts


Upstarts are the companies that are striving to join the leaders. They are active, opportunistic aggressors who fight a zero-sum game with the leaders: that is, their gain is the leaders’ loss, and their loss is the leaders’ gain. They often cite their enemies in their marketing plans. Decision-making is usually concentrated in a founder or a small group of employees.


Upstarts are also excellent companies to drive the competition crazy. What they lack in resources vis-à-vis leaders, they make up in additional aggressiveness and zeal. Disrupting the marketplace is to their advantage, because the status quo favors leaders and contented cows. They also make bad enemies because they have little to lose.


Guerrillas


Guerrillas are small, non-mainstream companies. They survive by hitting and running and appealing very strongly to a small part of the population.


They are offense-minded because they have nothing to defend. Decision-making is in the trenches, and they succeed because of their perseverance.


Guerrillas know nothing except disrupting the marketplace and driving their competition crazy. They may even view driving their competition crazy as an end in itself. If guerrillas attract enough customers, they can acquire the strength to challenge upstarts, leaders, and contented cows.




Exercise


Take a piece of paper and draw a picture of your company and write a one-line caption. Have your fellow employees do this exercise. Compare your drawings.3





A Caveat


This discussion of management styles implies that a company adopts one style and retains that style forever. This is not the case. The contented cows of one decade may rise to the occasion and become leaders, upstarts, or guerrillas. For example, as Honda disrupted the American car business it progressed from being a guerrilla to an upstart to a leader.


However, the U.S. car manufacturers woke up toward the end of the eighties and produced better cars, and they re-disrupted the car business, competed effectively with Honda, and changed the perception that Japanese cars were great and American cars were junk.


Also, different parts of a company can exhibit radically different management styles. For example, the independent business unit charged with bringing a new discovery to market may be a guerrilla organization within a contented cow.


Get a Reality Check


Most of this chapter has involved self-analysis and self-examination. However, staring at your navel can make you hallucinate, so the final step in the process of knowing yourself is getting a reality check. Here’s my four-step way to do this:


1. List the top five reasons your customers buy from you.


2. Find out who your best customers are from sales or accounting records.


3. Take the top ten customers to lunch (one at a time!) and ask them why they buy from you.


4. Compare your list and your customers’ responses.


If you don’t get at least one answer that surprises you from each customer, I will buy you a lunch. Also, if you can pull it off, an even more valuable process to complete is:


1. List the top five reasons potential customers don’t buy from you.


2. Take ten prospective customers to lunch and ask them why they don’t buy from you.


3. Compare your list and your prospective customers’ responses.


If you don’t get at least two answers that surprise you from each potential customer, I will buy you another lunch.


Interview: Chin-Ning Chu


From time to time, I include interviews with experts in this book.


The first interviewee is Chin-Ning Chu. I’ve enlisted her help to explain the Zen of the process discovered in this chapter, because knowing yourself is an Eastern philosophy kind of thing.


Chin-Ning Chu was born in mainland China and emigrated to Taiwan in 1949 at the age of three, after the fall of China to the Communists. At the age of twenty-two, she left Taiwan to live in America.


Chu is a management consultant and speaker. To Asians, she is an interpreter of America. To Americans, she possesses the wisdom of the East. She has written three books about her knowledge: The Chinese Mind Game, The Asian Mind Game, and most recently, Thick Face Black Heart: The Path to Thriving, Winning & Succeeding. This last book established her reputation when it soared to best-seller status in several Asian countries.


Thick Face, in Chu’s words, refers to a “positive self-image despite the criticism of others” that enables a person to “put self-doubt aside.” Black Heart “is the ability to take action without regard to how the consequences will affect others. A Black Heart is ruthless, but it is not necessarily evil.”4
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Exercise

True or False?

Woolite competes with dry cleaners. mTEF
United Airlines competes with
videoconferencing. ETEE

Federal Express competes with
electronic mail. mTEE

Spouses compete with computers. =TEF
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